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AaXTHOO AND APPARATUS FOR 
BLIND ELECTRONIC WARRANTY REGISTRATION 



Whwi buying a product, in order to qualify for warranty protection, manufacturers 
often require that the purchaser of the product register the product with the manufacturer 
hy way of return postcard. These postcards request information such as model ntmiber, 
serial number, date of purchase; and point of purchase necessary to identify the goods* 
The post card usually also requires personal information, such as, name and address of the 
purchaser or end user to connect (he goods to the interested party. Additionally, m^y 
oianufacturers use the return of these postcards to obtain not only personal information 
such as name and address of their customers, but demographic Inforasatlon to help them in 
their marketing and research and development efforts. This is accomplished by fcnming 
^ the vtamiay registration card as a questionnaire. 

^ Because the warranty registration cards are used as questicmnaires which ask many 

, personal information questions and demographic questions about the product user, users 

^ consider this an invasicm of priAracy. They also consider filling out such cards an 

~^ xQc^i^ienc«^d re^ll^lnistffiim are^ 

s3 register thdr products foar warranties. Hie number of returned registration cards is less 

than 10% of all purchased products. As a result, manufactums cannot property track their 

sold products and warranty liability. Furdiennofe product end users cut themselves off 

from the comptaxy so that they may not receive warranty information or other infonnaiion 

such as recall infonnatkm or product enhancement infonxiatiofx from &c manufacturer. 

Acccrdingly^ the manufacturer is hampered in its ability to service the customer and the 

customer is hampered in its ability to enjoy the full benefits of ownerslup of a product 

firom particular manufacturers. 

Manufocturexs are also selling products online. These products are also sold with 

warranties. Manu&cturers at time of puTcbase. or even prior to purchase, such as during a 

website browsing session, often 2tsk. for simiiar personal infotrmation from their customers 

and prospective customers to eiiiher register the products with the company or to learn 

about their potential customeis. Otiline purchasers are even more hesitant to provide such 

.1 - 
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»rmation to online manufacturers, because in addition to ail of the concerns with the 
prior art viraxr^ty cards, there are the added coocems that the manufacturer will tuni 
around and sell the gathered cusiomcr infotmatioa (as is cosiomary in E-coramercc), feat 
an unauthMized backer will obtain this pasomil mformation, or even if the informatioa 
remains with the nMnufecturcr, that the manufacture will "spam" the customer wiOi 
unwanted B-maiL 

According^, it is desired to provide a system which protects the privacy of the 
customer, allows the manufacturer to properly service the customer and track the goods 
sold by the manu£ictuiar, and to encourage the customer to register products in a way 
accessible and us^le by Ihe tnanufacturer , 
P In the ccHitempIated invention, generally shown in Fig. I, a data processing system 

\ 100 utilizes a method which allows registration of products in a blind fashion relative to 

ru 

y manufacturers to track the products purchased by customers. Manufacturers 30 may 
inchide a manufacturer 32 which is a manufecturer of electronic goods such as 
^ camcorders, manufecturer 34 which is a manu&cturer of children's products and a 
p manufacturer 36 which is a mamifecturer of sporting goods. Each of these manufacturers 
tP. 30 creates their goods as in the normal course of business and sells these goods to 
^ customers 20 such as customer M. Jones, B. Smith or R, Johnson, It is irrelevant whether 
customers 20 purchase the products directly from oaanufecturers 30 through conventional 
store outlets, or through online commerce over the Internet 

To register the product for warranty protection, each of the customers registers with 
a server 10 by utilizing their own personal computer 22, 23, 24. The customers pixmde 
perscHial iofonnation su£fident to identify (he customer to the server. For exainpie, M. 
Jwies is male, has a birth date of October 6, 1960, and lives at 89 Lovett Road in Newton 
Centre, Massachusc^ This infoimaticHi is entered into personal coroputer 22 and 
transmiited to server 10 where servo: 10 stores the informaticm in a customer database 12, 
Similarly, B. Smith is a woman bom on Sqstcmbcr 14, 1959 living m Hohndalc, New 
JcrsQr. She taatexs this informaticMi at her personal computer 23 and transmits the 
mfcffmati(»L to server 10 so Aat this information is also startd in database 12. Lastly^ R. 
Johnson enters the persorml information into cojqjuter 24 that he is male, was bom 

-2- 
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[>bcr 30, 1994. this iaformatian is transmitted to server 10 where it is also stored in 
database 12. The server then assigns each customer a server identifier which can be 
reentered each lime the ciistomer 20 uses server 10 or automaticaUy he stored at personal 
computers 22. 23, 24 and autonckatically transmitted by the personal computers (22» 23, 24) 
each time customers Jones, Srmth and Jobnscm send data to server 10. This identifier 
coold be anything from a serv^ assigned customer niamber to something which is 
indicative of the customer and pscudo-randomly generated such as the initials of the user's 
name pl\is the numencal representation of their birth date. For example, customer M, 
Jones may be assi^cd server number MJ 100660 which is also stored in database 12. 

When, for exan:^)le» customer M. Jones purchases a product, manufacturod by 

cn 

O manu&cturer 32, such as a camcorder, Mr. Jones will enter the maau&cturer« make, 
\j model, serial number and date of purchase into his personal computer 22 and transmit this 
^ information to server 10. This infomiaiion is stored in customer data base 12. If it is the 
^ Grst time that he is registering with server 10 he will also transmit minima] personal 
jl^ information necessary to identify M. Jones to the server. This information is stored in 
rU database 12. Therefore when be roisters subsequent products he need not re-enter this 
^ portt<moftheinfoxmadQn. 

v0 Server 10 also creates, at the time of purchase of a product for a particular 

manufacturer^ a cu^omcr identifier which is stripped of all personal information such as 
customer name» address and e-mail address. The customt^ identifier could be the same 
identifier assigned to M. Jones as the server identifier, or it could be a randomly generated 
alpha-numeric identifier mapped to the data corresponding to M. Jones stored in database 
12. The customer idcntij&er is stored as a file or in a mann&ctnie data base 14 and linked 
to tiie pertinent infcnnatiQnni customer data base 12. 

When M. Jones registers the product wth server 10, server 10 then passes on the 
identii^er stored m manu&cturer database 14 along with the non-personal tnfoimation 
corresponding to M. Jones and (he product ftom database 12 to manufiicturer A 32. This 
information includes at a mtninnrm the cistomer identifier and the product identification 
information such as make, modd, serial number and <hte of purchase to allow [roper 
wanzDty registration. Each manufacturer can request for different levels of administrative 

-3- 
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lalioa received. For exampi&, if M. Jones provided demographic information such 
as income, age. types of products owned, etc., then ihis information could also be 
Iransniiited to luanufaclurer 32 at lime of registratiOT by server. Manufacturer 32 may 
elect to receive the mininiuin information necessary to track products, or may ask for all 
demographic infoimatioD within database 12. The system can operate with as Uttle as an 
e-mail address from eadi user. 

Similariy, if B. Smith purchases children's toys, then B. Smith will enter the make, 
model and serial number of the product into her persona! computer 23 and transmit the 
information to server 10 where the data will be stepped in customer database 12. Again a 
server identiiier and customer identifier will be created if this is a first purchase of 

cn 

p manufacturer 34's products, or the previously created identifier for a manufacture B 34 
may be used if B. Smith is already registered for a warranty for a mams&cturer 34. A 



ui 
in 



similar process would be performed when Mr. Johnson purchases sporting goods 
manufectuned by mamjfectnrer 36, The same customer identifier could be used to identify 
» a customer to all maaufEictures, or each manufacturer 30 could cl&x to formal its own 
fy customer identifier so that server 10 creates and stores a customer identifier for each 

^ By creating a customer identifier and storing it in database 14 or as a j51e and 

mapping it to customer spedfic infozmation in customer database 12, server 10 acts as a 
blind between the manu£Etcturers 30 and the customers 20. As a result, customers 20 can 
feel &ee to communicate vdth nianu&cturer 30 without fear of bdng spammed, or loss of 
privacy. Bccatisc these coocems are r^noved more customers 20 would register and 
rtmnu&cturets 30, if they elect to do so, can receive important demogr^hic information 
regarding their customer profiles to make better Imshiess deasicms and to service their 
customers. 

Server tO may also aicatc cictomer maO boxes 13 at the server for each user. 
Msdlboxes 13 may be password protected to ensure privacy. AU daita to be sent to a 
customer 20 would be placed in their mailbox 13 further mininiizing contact of any sort 
whh a custtHncr 20, vdiile strengOienmg the customer Wind aspect of the process. This 
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f allows the server to contact a customer 20 even if customer 20 has changed physical 
location or e-mail address. 

If a manufacturer 30 needs to contact specific customers* such as Mr, Johnson and 
those who have bought camcorders, it can do so. For example, if a preventive 
maintenance alert is to be isswcd or a recall is to be issued, manufactorcr 32 idaitifies all 
of those purchase of the camcorder by customer identifier and transmits a message to 
server 10 along with a list of the server created customer identifiers. Server I0» utilizing 
manufacturer database 14 and customer database 12 compares the customer id^tifier with 
the servo- identifier witt) the address information in database 12 and then causes the recall, 
preventive maintenance or other type of inforntalioo to be sent to those camcorder 
^ Q purchasers who Yiavc re^^stered ^ifh server 10, other by mailing to fheir mailbox 13, by 
^ regular mail or by e-mail. 



If as part of the personal information }Ar, Jones had indicated that he would be 



^ willing to rccdvc new produa informatiDn related to camcorders or any other product 
= manufacturer by manufacturer 32 sudi permlssiQn could be stored in database 12 so that 
ly yihcn manufacturer 32 does a burst mailing of other product information* server 10 can 
0; filter that mailing to only go to customer mailbox 13 or in the alternative directly to those 
^ custcKnos 20 which indicated an mdination to reoerve such mforcnatioii* Server 10 ccaild 
also make post-purchase behavior and satis&ction qucstiotmaires and trani^nit them to 
customers 20 to determine their saiis&ctian and transmit ttiis information back to 
manufacturers 30 if the respective customers Jones^ Smith and Johnson decide to fill out 
such a (ju^tionnaire. 

Because server 12 maps server identifiexs into cusiomei identifieis between 
customer database 12 and manu£Bclurer database 14, server 10 provides a two-way blind 
oonmumicatian between the customer and the mami&cturer allaying many of the fears of 
the customer. This also allows the manu£K:tiirer to broadcast produa information to those 
ooosumers most interested in tlmt information based ispon their purdiasing history and/or 
indicated inclination to receive soch infoanaticn. Tlus information could also include 
warranty expiration infoimBtion \^di allowed a customer 20 to reenJist for extended 
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Qty protection or make sure that any problems they are experiencing was fixed before 

the end of the wamnty. 

However, due to Ibc inconveoience of even registering the product, many customers 

are reluctant, even In a blind environment, to give such information. Hovvever> as with 

present warranties and questiannaires the manufacturers are interested in fuller 

demographics, the identificatioa of popular features by the customers, customer 

satisfkction reasons; all of which can be done without personal information. To 

incentivize customers 20 to initially register with server 10 as well as to continue to 

register additiooal products and to pro\ide follow-up infoimalion to those manufactniers 

^ 30 which request it, server 10 will award points to each customer Jones, Smidi and 

5 Johnson as they provide infomiation to be stored in database 12. Therefore, the custofmets 

need not necessarily provide all information at once. F(»: example, all thai is really 

W required for the system to operate to provide warranty protection and allow manu&cturers 
U! 

f»i 30 to provide necessary recall infonnaticm and warranty infomtation to customefs 20 is 
^ that customer database 12 include 'die customer E-mail address> product make, model, 
^ serial number and manufacturer for jmxlucts purdhased by that customer and a customer 
^ identifier stored in mami&ctmer database 14 mapped to the penonal information in 
customer database 12. 

As cu^omers 20 register more products, more points will be awarded for using the 
system. FuTtbennore» points can be awarded for providing customer satis&ction 
I information post-purchase so that customers are not required to provide this infcxraiation, 

j but in ocdei to accomulate points, it is tn their interest to jurovide some or aU of the 

information. Even more points may be provided if customers answer manu&durear 
surveys transmitted by server 10 to personal compute 22, 23, 24 which are unrelated to 
the specific products fmrchased by cu^omers 20» but are still of interest to manufectureis, 
such as customs willingness to b*^ crthcr products, cust<Mncr personal income, age, 
household members or the like. These points may be used to redeem prizes. As pmnts me 
accumulated, the total point value is also stored in customer database 12 linked to the 
customer pcrscmal information. 
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The points may be redeemed directly for producls offered by any of the subscribing 
manufacturers 30. AJtemauvcly. contests can be held. The contests arc entered by 
dedicating a certain number of points lo enler the contest. Each point represents a discrete 
entry in the contest The number of points accepted for any particular contest is capped, 
but the number of points dedicated by an individual customer 20 is only capped by the 
number of points the customer has in its account stored in database 12. and the cap on the 
total number of points available for the contesu The winner b selected randomly among 
the entrants who commit points to enter. Therefore, chances of winning maybe increased 
by increasii^ the number of points dedicated >?^ich jrovides incentive to accumulate 
poiiUs. 

S Server 10 tracks the entrants in the contests and notes which types of products any 

particular customer 20 (Jones, Smitti or Jcrtmson) is pursuing. If customer Johnson, for 
^ example, is entering for a particular good <»: class of goods such as children's products. 
In su^ as strollers* bassinets, cribs, or the like, server 10 will note this. Server 10 vrtU then 
r transmit the infonnation to manufacturer 34, a manufacturer of chUdrcn^s products, that the 
% customer identified by customer identifier is interested in a particular children's product 
^ Then manufitm^ 

^ generating fimction, such as random number, serial number, or incorporate the customer 
identifier and forward that to server 10 wilh rebate matnictiwis. Server 10 then m^ *e 
customer identifier to the server idcntifiCT stwcd fai aistomcr database 12 and transmits the 
rebate instructions to customer mailbox 13 on server 10 or to personal computer 24 so that 
R. Jcdmstm can receive the rebate o£Eer. 

The instructions would niclude that Mr. Johnson purchase the product, and iwravide 
the rebate code along with the make, model, serial number and date of purchase 
information to server 10. When JohnsoD purchases the product from a ctesignated on line 
distributor 40, to which mamdacturer B 34 has akeady forwarded the product, distributor 
40 will ship the product to Johnson. Johnson, in accordance with the instructions, will 
then re^stcr the make, model, serial number and rebate code with server 10. Server 10 
will then pass this infomiation along to mami£actuFer 34 in a manner similar to that 
discussed above. This confimos to manufacturer 34 thai a sale has been made as a direct 
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jpoase to the rebate. Furthemore, manufecturer 34 knows the general information about 
the customer which maxie the sale. In this way h can exactly track the effect of its rebate 
offer and the use of server 10. Additionally, it is server 10 which issues the rebate to 
customer Johnscm maintaining the blind b^een the customer and the manufacturers 30. 
Lastly, one instruction may 'be to ledoeai the rd^ate at a panlcular distributor 40 fostering 
straiegic partnerships between distributors and manufactnrers and maintaining a high 
qoaJity with known distributors. 
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